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Public attention in Venezuela is focused on elections for the sixth time in 18 months. The May 28
"megaelections," which cover 6,250 posts including the president, legislators, state governors, and
mayors were mandated by the Constitution approved in a national referendum in December.
President Hugo Chavez Frias, elected in a landslide in December 1998, is again testing his popularity
at the polls, but the stakes are higher than in 1998 because the new Constitution extends the
presidential term from five to six years and permits incumbent presidents to run for re-election for
one additional term.
Chavez faces both an electorate that is increasingly anxious about the slowness of change and
opposition from within his fractured political coalition. Chavez's opponents complain that the
president has concentrated on political issues during his first year in office and failed to respond
to economic problems, curb escalating street violence, or clean up corrupt and incompetent police
forces.
Economist Alexander Guerrero said the frequent elections have forced Venezuelans to wait for any
economic recovery that could translate into jobs and productivity. Financially, Venezuela is in bad
straits, with almost 80% of the population living in poverty 41% in destitution and 38% in moderate
poverty. In 1999, the GDP fell 7.8%, and unemployment stands at between 17% and 20% of the
economically active population (EAP), while workers' real income fell by 7.35% last year.
Despite a year in which the government's oil revenues were three times what had been projected,
the population has continued to see its situation worsen amid preparations for a costly election, said
political analyst Manuel Felipe Sierra, editor of Primicia magazine.
As elections neared, Chavez was hit by strong criticism from his longtime allies, the other leaders of
the 1992 coup attempt, who accused him of failing to live up to their ideals of increased democracy
and clean government. They denounced the politicization of the military, which they said Chavez
had used to further his political agenda, and they even accused Chavez of falling under the
influence of what the president had described as the "rancid oligarchy" that governed the country
for 40 years. But Chavez denies that he has turned from his original agenda, saying that "it is others
who have gone astray."

Polo Patriotico breaks
Following Chavez's election, the governing Polo Patriotico coalition won major victories in the
three elections or referendums connected with drafting and approving the new Constitution. It
solidly backed the process of political changes that Chavez has described as "a peaceful, democratic
political revolution." But the cohesion within "Chavismo" recently came apart, both because of
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disagreements regarding candidates for the upcoming elections and because of the charges that
Chavez has abandoned his "revolutionary principles." In his March 5 radio program,
Chavez named the candidates his Movimiento Quinta Republica (MVR) would back in the elections.
Missing were former military officers and participants in the attempted coup Francisco Arias
Cardenas, Yoel Acosta, and Jesus Urdaneta. In their place were rival candidates. The rupture in the
Polo Patriotico was formalized when the Patria Para Todos (PPT), angry that the MVR unilaterally
chose candidates for the elections, withdrew its support. "We must be honest with ourselves," said
PPT leader Aristobulo Isturiz, vice president of the Asamblea Nacional Constituyente (ANC), which
drafted the new Constitution, "the Polo Patriotico does not exist."
Isturiz had launched his candidacy for mayor of Caracas, but Chavez said the MVR would back
another candidate, reporter Alfredo Pena. Split could affect elections Chavez's critics jumped on
the split, saying the Polo Patriotico is suffering the same corruption and division that plagued
Venezuela's traditional parties. Chavez, whose rise to power effectively sidelined the traditional
parties, has blamed them for destroying the country and impoverishing 80% of the population. The
split in the Polo Patriotico could provide an opening for the opposition, despite its failure so far to
unite around a single candidate against Chavez.
Opposition candidates included Caracas Mayor Antonio Ledezma, running as an independent, and
former mayor Claudio Fermin of the recently formed Encuentro Nacional. Both are former members
of the discredited Accion Democratica (AD). The latest and strongest challenger to Chavez is Zulia
Gov. Francisco Arias, who announced his candidacy March 10.
In a stinging attack against his former ally, Arias criticized Chavez for taking control of key public
institutions, fostering a close friendship with Cuban President Fidel Castro, and implementing
populist policies instead of attacking unemployment and crime. "We don't want authoritarianism,"
said Arias. "We don't want Venezuela to repeat the tendency to concentrate power and remain in
power. No revolution can be tied to a single person."
Political analysts said Arias could be a serious challenger because he could win the support of
those who have become disillusioned with the president as well as the middle and upper classes
that have had no option since the traditional parties disintegrated. "They will not support Arias
because they agree with his ideas, but because the objective now is to defeat Chavez with whatever
and whomever it takes," said one analyst. "Arias is much more moderate than Chavez," said Luis
Vicente Leon, director of polling firm Datanalisis in Caracas. "He has the advantage of bringing
together those people who sympathize with his political ideas and those who will support him as the
only option against Chavez."
Arias' chances improved on March 15 when Ledezma dropped out of the race. But with almost
fanatical support, still running at about 70%, and a well-disciplined party structure, Chavez is still
expected to win. Although people are frustrated at the continued economic crisis and staggering rate
of violent crime, no evidence points to a Chavez defeat. "Chavez should win the election but with
a much lower percentage than if the candidates had been divided among the rest of the traditional
opposition," Leon said.
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Controversial effort to reduce crime
Crime could be a major issue in the election. In late February, mayors from the Caracas region
declared a crime emergency and demanded that Chavez take action. Crime has skyrocketed, in part
because the economic crisis put 600,000 people out of work last year. In addition, the new penal code
implemented last July to modernize the archaic and ineffective justice system brought the release of
at least 7,000 inmates from overcrowded jails (see NotiSur, 1999-10-08).
In response, on March 1, Interior Minister Luis Alfonso Davila said officials will set up 24-hour
temporary courts at four places in Caracas to conduct "instant-response" trials for suspects
caught committing a crime. Buses will be stationed at the temporary courts to take those convicted
immediately to prison. "In this way, the individual enters the door, gets judged in 10 minutes, and
leaves directly" for jail," said Davila.
Officials said the trials would follow legal procedures and include judges, prosecutors, public
defenders, and representatives of the newly created People's Defense office. But human rights
groups criticized the proposal, saying it violates both of the law and the new Constitution. "It's
a violation of due process," said lawyer Marino Alvarado of Provea, a Venezuelan human rights
group. "In its attempt to combat crime, the government is getting desperate." Luis Davila is the third
interior minister in a year and has little background in crime control, said Alvaro Gutierrez, head of
a citizen's anti-crime group. "Venezuelans are paying for this learning process with their blood," he
said.

Poll shows political weariness
A recent poll by Alfredo Keller y Asociados showed popular enthusiasm for politics is waning.
Before the floods in December, 81% of respondents said they were enthusiastic about politics, but
only 59% are still enthusiastic, and the number lacking enthusiasm has increased from 18% to 41%.
In the poll, 63% of respondents said they want "radical" changes to correct the country's ills, while
31% want "reforms." Despite the high support for radical changes, however, 69% want any changes
to be made without violence.
Seventy-eight percent of respondents consider Venezuela one of the richest nations in the world
and 91% believe that everyone would be able to live well if it weren't for corruption. As for prior
administrations, 74% rated them a "disaster." Although 62% feel there is no possibility of a social
uprising in the coming months against the Chavez government, 52% think that protests are
necessary. [Sources: CNN, 03/05/00; Inter Press Service, 03/07/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami),
03/01/00, 03/09/09; Associated Press, 03/01/00, 03/12/00; Notimex, 03/02/00, 03/07/00, 03/09/00,
03/12/00; Spanish news service EFE, 03/01/00, 03/05/00, 03/06/00, 03/09/00, 03/11/00, 03/13/00;
Reuters, 02/29/00, 03/10/00, 03/15/00]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

